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he Department of Water Resources was born 
from legislative hearings held by Caspar W. 
Weinberger, a California Assemblyman from 
San Francisco who would go on to become 
Secretary of Defense and collaborate with 

President Reagan and Pope John Paul II on the demise of 
the Soviet Union.

As Chairman of the Assembly Government 
Organization Committee, Weinberger conducted hearings 
up and down California in 19�4 and 19�� with the goal 
of consolidating water development and management 
responsibility in a single department that could build and 
operate the State Water Project.

In his 2001 autobiography, “In The Arena,”  
Weinberger wrote: “To me, the water problem was a 
fascinating subject that involved engineering, law, econom-
ics, and politics, and I flung myself into every detail—how 
to trap and transport the water; how much power was 
required to lift it over the mountains; how it would be 
distributed once it reached the south—to say nothing of 
the violent north-south fights on the political side.”

“And, to emphasize the need for a quick solution,” 
Weinberger wrote, “I hammered away on the point of how 
long it would take to build the California Water Project and 
how few years we had before we would actually face real 
shortages.”

 After extensive debate, Weinberger’s bill creating 
the Department of Water Resources was passed in a 19�6 
special session called by Governor Goodwin Knight, and 
responsibility for water resource development was invested 
in the new agency.

“The California Water Project (State Water Project) 
moved from the drawing board to reality in the 1960s 
because we established the management and administra-
tive foundation and framework that such a huge project 
required,” Weinberger wrote.

William R. Gianelli, the DWR Director under whom 
the State Water Project’s initial facilities were completed, 
agrees. In a 198� interview, Gianelli (DWR Director under 
Governor Reagan from 1967 to 1973) said that the old 
Division of Water Resources “would not have been an 
adequate organization, under public works, to carry on the 
construction of the State Water Project.” 

Harkening back to the 19�0s in his autobiography, 
Weinberger said the feeling was that while the State Water 
Project “would be a huge and complex undertaking, it 
was felt, like most problems in California, to be entirely 
solvable.”

“We were all optimists then,” said Weinberger, who 
today serves as chairman of Forbes, Inc. and divides  
his time when not traveling between Maine and 
Washington, D.C. n
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Former California Assemblyman Caspar W. Weinberger, who authored 
legislation creating the Department of Water Resources in 1956, views a 
gift copy of the California State Water Project Atlas. On June 11, 2002, 
Author Weinberger was in downtown Sacramento for a book-signing 
to promote his memoir, “In The Arena,”  which tells about his efforts to 
create DWR and develop the State Water Project.


